A model of teaching and learning in the operating theatre.
This paper extends the work of an earlier publication by the same author which reported the findings of a case study designed to investigate how medical students learn and are taught in the operating theatre. The earlier paper was descriptive in nature, examining the challenges students face as learners in theatres. These were conceptualised around 3 key domains: the challenge posed by the physical environment; the challenge of the educational task, and the challenge of managing and negotiating a role as a participant in the professional workplace of theatres. This paper focuses exclusively on the third domain. It presents an interpretive model of teaching and learning in the operating theatre, drawing largely on conceptual frameworks developed within the literature on learning in work-based settings. A multimethod strategy included observation in theatres, interviews with students and surgeons, and a student survey. The themes that characterised the case were identified and the relationships among these themes were explored, leading to the development of the model. Symbolic interactionism provided the underlying theoretical framework. In any particular theatre session, the way in which learning evolves or is obstructed for any student, and the shape that teaching takes, depends on the interpretations that the student and the surgeon make in 'sizing up' the teaching and learning environment. How surgeons and students interpret and respond to each others' behaviour, style, attitude and even demeanour, has consequences for the way teaching and learning develop. The concepts of legitimacy and trust underpin these interpretations and are central to understanding the processes of teaching and learning in this setting.